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MURPHY IRON WORKS., OFFICE BUILDING

(RILEY STOKER COMPANY, OFFICE BUILDING?

L.ocation:

Present Owner:

Present
Occupant.:

Significance:

HABS No. MI-319

101 Walker Street, Detroit, Wayne County,
Michigan. The property is on the betroit
River, st the foot of Walker Street

USGS Detreoit Quadrangle, Universal
Transverse Mercator Coordinates:
17.334110.4688950

HichCon Development Corperation
500 Griswcld
Detroit, Michigan 48226

Vacant

The Murphy Iron Works office building,
built in 1914, is an excellent example
of a high-guality general business office
built for & medium-sized, prospercus
Detroit metsal-working firm of the early
twaentieth century. It was deaigned by
George V. Pottle, a succesaful, but not
renown Detroit srchitect who worked
during the era of Detroit’s most rapid
growth. The Murphy Iron Works waa a
significant labor battleground in 1907
and in many respects, was the birthplace
of Detroit’s Open Shop Movement in the
early twentieth century. The building
reflects the prosperity which this firm
and ita cowners enjoved in part becsuse of
their successful astruggle against
organized labor.
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HISTORICAL INFORMATION

A. Physical History

i.

Date of erecgtion: 1914, Building Permit # 2399,
issuad 25 May 1914. (Source: City of Detroit
Building Permits, Department of Building and
Safety Engineering, City-County Building,
Detroit, Michigan.?

Architect! George Valentine Pottle, born on

23 March 1875 in Daytoen, Ohio. He studied
architecture at the Masaachusetts Institute of
Technology and worked as a draftsman in architects’
offices in DOhio, Virginia, and Massachusetts from
1893 until 1901, when he moved to Detroit. Pottle
eatabliahed his own practice in Detreit in 1905 and
went on to design numerocus middle class residences
and a few modest commercial buildings before his
death in 1936. Like dozens of other architects who
worked in Detroit during the city’s most rapid
growth, from the turn of the century to 1929,
Pottle did not produce any noteworthy deasigns, but
nevertheleass earned a regpectable living. He wsa
important enough te merit a brief entry in &lbert
N. Masrquia, The Book of Detroiters (1914) and s
vertical file at the Burton Historical Collection
of the Petroit Public Library.

Original and subsegquent owners! References to the
Chain of Title te the lsnd upon which the building
atsndas are in the (ffice of the Regiater of Deeds
of Wayne County, City-County Building, Detroit,
Michigan, Tract Index Book No. 523 (no pagination’.

Legal Description of property: Lot 35 of Private
Claim 11 (Benoit Chapoton Farm)

1895 Warranty Deed, recorded 4 June 1895, Hiram
Walker to Edward, Franklin, and James
Walker

1302 Warranty Deed. recorded 27 September 1902,
Edward, Franklin, and Jamesa Walker to
the Murphy Company, Ltd
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3. Original and subsequent owners (continued’:

139095 Warranty Deed, recorded 27 January 1905,
Murphy Company, Ltd. to Murphy Iron Worksa

1912 Mortgage, racorded 30 August 1912, Murphy
Iron Worka {(a Detroit, Michigan corporation)
and Paoplea State Bank of Detrott

1952 Quit Claim Deed, recorded 16 May 19852, Fred
H. Daniela (Truatee For Murphy Iron Worka)
to Riley Stoker Corporation

1969 Mortgage , recorded 17 November 1559,
Riley Stoker Corporation {(a Massachuaettsa
corporation) and State Street Bank and Truat
Company of Boston, Massachusetts

19879 Warranty Deed, recorded 23 Decemper 1979,
Riley Stoker Corporation to Robert F. Byrnse

1881 Warranty Deed, recorded 13 January 1581,
Ropert F. and Margaret 0. Byrne to Ralph
Vigliotti Realty Company

1882 Warranty Deed, racorded 23 March 1982,
Ralph Vigliotti to American Natural
Re=zourcea Company

1882 Warranty Deed, recorded 1 April 1982,
American Natural Resourcea Company to
American Natural Resourcea Coapany (2Z/3rda)
and Michigan Consolidated Gas Company
{1/3rd), as tenanta in common

1584 Quit Claim Deed, recorded 5 July 1984,
American Natural Resourcea Company and
Michigan Consolidated Gas Company to
ANR Developmrent Corporation and MichCon
Development Corporation, as tenants in
common

4. Builder, contractor. suppliers: not known.
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3. Original plans and construction: Only two sheets
of the original architectural drawings are extant
following a major roof leak in the mid-1960s. One
sheet includes the east and west elevationa for
the "Qffice Building for the Murphy Iron Worka at
the Foot of Walker Street,'" and is lsbelled,
“"George V. Pottle, Architect, Studico - 708 Gaa
Company Building, Detroit, Mich.” The =second sheet
is & plan of the attic and roof. The drawings,
salthough not dated, were almost certainly prepared
in 1913 or 1914. They are in the offices ot the
MichCon Development Corporation. & thorough search
of local and atate archivea has uncovered no other
srchitectural drawings or historlc photogrsphs oif
the Murphy Iron Workas Office.

6., Alterations and Additions: The only significant
alteration to the exterior was the replacemnent of
the original tile roof with sazaphalt shingles
aometime around 1965, following msjor leskage.

A women’s restroom was instslled on the first floor
sometime in the esrly 1970s, Drop ceilings ware
inatalled in some of the individual offices in the
early 19708 aa well, but the original pressed tin
ceilings were not disturbed.

B. History of Murphy Iron Works

Thomas Murphy was born in Ireland in 1835, moved to the
United Stastes in 1840, and by the esrly 1850a worked in
Cleveland a=s an sssistant engineer on a lake tugboat.
Thomas Murphy initislly appeared in the Detroit City
Directory of 1880 aas a "“founder and machinist.' Hia
specislty, however, was the manufacture of "Murphy’s
pstented grste bars, amokeleas furnsces, and feed water

heatera." In the pertod 1875-1882, MHurphy had developed
snd pstented seversl furnaces, which could burn “alsack
coal," previously thrown sway. Sslea of Murphy’s furnacesa

developed swiftly among sasteel, electricsl power, snd street
rsilway companiea. By 1890, Hurphy Iron Works employed
forty-six men, primsrily molders and machinists, to mske
Murphy’s stokera and furnaces.



MURFHY IRON WORK3, OFFICE BUILDING
({Riley Stoker Company, Uffice Building}
HABS No. MI-319 (Page 5’

The firm’s first Datreoit manufacturing plant, located at
Third and Congreas quickly became tco small and in 1892,
Murphy acguired the property of the Rusael Wheel and

Foundry Works at Walker Street and the Detroit River, about
one and one-half miles east of downtown Detroit. The

Ruassl Wheel and Foundry Company, manufacturera of railroad
car whesasls and other castingas, built a substantial plant
there in 1880, but by the early 1890sa, needed an even larger
site. By the turn of the twentieth cantury, the Murphy

Iron Works had about one hundred amployeas at its

riverfront manufacturing complex. These were primarily
molders and other foundry workers, but included machinists
and other skilled metal workeras. Notable Murphy Iron Worka

employees during thia era :included tha machiniata John and
Horace Dodge, the future aute induatry pioneersa, who worked
for Murphy from 1886 until 1894,

Thomas Murphy disd in Phoenix, Arizona, on May 23, 1904,
but wag buried in Detroit. Some of Murphy’s Cleveland
employees came to Detroit to serve aa the pallbearers at
his funeral. During the eulogy at the funeral service,
Deacon F.D. Tayvior of the Fort Street Congregaticnal Church
recalled Thomas Murphy a2a a *Christian Citizen.”™ Murphy
died without a will-~and without & son to continue hia
business (he had one daughter and two step-daughters). His
nephew, Chester Murphy Culver, became adminlatrator of the
Murphy eatate and general manager of the Murphy Iron Works
ftrom 1904 to 1909, Culver, a native of Pontisc, Illinols,
graduatad from Harvard Law School in 1899, and than moved
to Detroit.

Sales, output, and smploymant levels increasad at the
Murphy Iron Works in the period when Culver ran the firm,
but so did conflicts with organized labor. In 1907 a
atrike ensued aftar the company rejected a demand by its
iron molders for 8 reduction of the work day from 10 to 9
hours and wage increase. Soon the conflict eacalated into
a major confrontation around the company’'s property between
police and hundredsa of supporters of the strike. With the
help of the Employera’ Aassociation of Detroit, the company
obtained atrikebreakers and aecured an injunction againsat
the strikera. Not coincidentally, Thomas Murphy had helped
eatablish the Employersa’ Aascciation of Detroit in late
1902, and Cheater Culwver served as general manadger of that
organization from 1916 to 1953,
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The strike gquickly ended with a clear victory for the
company, inciluding the destructicon of the moldera’ union.
From a more general point of viaw, the company’s auccess in
the 1907 strike was part of a atring of anti-union

. victories in Detroit in the early twentieth century which
made the city an cutstanding example of the Open Shop
saystem of labor relations until the rise of the UAW and
other unions in the late-1930s.

The management of the Murphy Iron Works followed up its
decigive atrike victory by inatituting changes in foundry
operations which the Iron Molders’ Union had long opposad,
such as the widespread introduction of molding machinery.
As a result of such changea the company’s output increased
significantly. According to a report by John Whirl, the
secretary of the Employvers’ Asaociation of Detroait, output
incregased by fifty per cent immediately after the atrike,

. while the labor force fell by cne-third.

As a reflection of the proaperity and growth enjoyed by the
firm after the 1907 strike, the Murphy Iron Works expanded
its Walker Street plant cconaiderably. Thia office
building, completed in 1914, reflected the firm’s succeas.
The company built a large steel-framed foundry in 1910 and
later expanaion included pattern ahopa, a powerhcuae, and
warehouaea, all completed in 1918-1919, Employment levels
fluctuated throughout the 1920a. According to atatistics
recorded in the Emplovers’ Asacciation of Detrecit’a "Lakor
Barometer," 415 workera were employed by the company on
October 19, 1920. Due to the economic depreassion of 1920-
1921, employment fell off dramatically over the next year.
Employment levels did not fully rebound until the middie of
1823, when a peak of 419 employees worked there,

Throughout the 1920s, the Murphy Iron Works/Riley Stoker
Company remained a mid-aized manufacturing firm. The Riley
Stoker Company of Worcester, Massachusetts leased the plant
beginning in March, 1925, but did not buy it ocutright until
1952. Employment through 1928 fluctuated betweaen roughly
250 and 350 men. In April 1932, the Walker Street plant of
the Riley Stoker Company still had 201 employeea.

The Great Lakes Beverage Company, a beer and soft drink
distributor, leaased the coffice building and most of the
surrcunding steel-framed buildings from the late 1960s
until 1981. The buildings have remained vacant since then.
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PART I1. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION

A. Ganeral Statamant:

1. Architectural Character: Thias 13 a rectangular,
symmetrical, brown-colorad brick building which
displaya aome of the characteriatica of Prairie
Style architecture that flourisahed in the
midweatarn Unitad Statea between 1900 and 1920.
The low-pitched hipped roof with overhanging
unbracketed eavea, the aingle-story porch with
nasaive aquare porch supporta, and the emphasia on
horizontality in the facade detailing, all
identifying featurea of the Prairie Style, are
evident in thla building. The architect haa
created a design which mixea residentlal acale
and detailing with tha obvious business functions
of tha building.

2. Condition of fabric: Exterior walls, windows, and
roof are in good condition, as ara most of the
interior apacaasa. In the past two years, vandals
have removed door knobsa and portiona of atairway
railinga.

B. Description of Exterior

1. Overall dimenaions: This two and one-half atory
raectangular building ia 72 X 42’ 1ln plan.

2. Foundsationsa: Exterior brick bearing walla extend
three feet below grade. There is no basement, only
a crawl apace.

3. Walis: Extarior walls are of dark brown common
brick. The atylized brlck contributes to the
horizontal linear appearance of the structure.

The rusticated brickwork on the first atory
continnes around the building, while on tha second
story, & stringcourse of raised brick weaves
betwean and arocund the top of the windows. A
narrow course of white atone formally demarcates
the first and sacond storiea and extends arocund tha
antira building. The same stone is used as sills
for the first floor windows.
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Structural systems, framing: The exterior brick
walls are load-bearing. The horizontal floor
joists are of timber construction, supported by
steel coiumns.

Porches, stoops, balconies, bulkheads: One-story
porchea stand st the east and weat ends of the
structure. Entry to the east porch, which is

centered on the primary facade, is by way of two
aets of concrete atepa located on the aides of the
porch. The porch floor is concrete, while the
ceiling and fascia are wood. The porch roof, which
is low-pitched and hipped in shape, ia covered with
rounded, brown-colored clay tilea which converge

on a decorative hip knob. The roof ia asupported by
four brick columna, each eighteen inchea sguare,
with stone capitala. Theae in turn reat on a brick
and atone baae which atanda four feet above the
ground. A& decorative wrought iron railing extenda
along the front of the porch. The amaller enclosed
porch of brick located at the northweat corner of
the structure haa a shingled hipped roof.

Chimnevys: A modern steel chimney extends from the
enclosed porch at the weat end of the building.
The building has no coriginal chimney because it
was heated with asteam from a central boiler which
served the entire jindustrial complex.

Openings:

4. Doorways and doors: The building has two doors,
one on the west and east facades. The west
facade has a steei deoor of recent vintage. The

door on the eaat facade is made of wood and
glass. and is surrounded by & wooden frame.
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Windowa and shutters: Windows are ell one-over-
one light double-hung wooden sssh windowa, set
in wooden frames. On the firat story, small
deadlight windows eppeer over the sash windows.
In recent years, many of these have been fitted
with s8ir conditioners. In addition to their
practical functional purpose, to provide nstural
light for the building interior, the long series
of windows on both storiea of the north and
south fscsdes emphasize the horizontslity of

the building. Where windows were not installed,
as on the northeastern corner of the building,
tha architect created bricked-in window spaces
to lend continuity to the fenestration. OOn the
north facade, ten identicsl windows or window
spaces appear on each story. The srrengement

on the south fecsade which overlooks the Detroit
River is aimiler except that each story hss

only seven windowa, but theme sre wider thsn the
the ones on the north facasde. There is no
appsrent reason for thia varistion in the
building feneatrstion. The west fscade has
three sets of two windows on the aecond story
snd one pair on the firat. The esat fscade haa
two windows on the firat story, flanking the
porch, snd three on the second atory.

Roof

8.

Shape, covering: the roof is hipped snd is
covered with asphalt shingles. Originsily, it
was a hipped roof covered with clay tiles.

Cornice, eaves: the saves are wide,
overhanging, unbracketed, with wooden soffit
boards. A tin gutter encircles the roof, linked
to a downapout at the center of each facade.

Dormers, cupolas, towers: BRoth the north and
south sidea of the roof feature e peir of attic-
level, wooden, gabled dormers. In eddition, e
amall, shed-style wventilation dormer rests on
the north aide of the roof between the two
gabled dormera.
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C. Description of Interior

1.

Floor plans: The first and second flcors have
aimilar plana, with a central corridor extending the
length of the building, and individual officea of
varicus sizes double loaded to either side of the
corridor. Each office is typically fitted with doors
leading to the central corridor and to adjoining
cffices as well. For first fioor, second flcor, and
attic plana, aee aketch plans.

Stairways:! The building has three sets of stairs.

At the weat end of the building, a short set of
stairs axtends from the firat flcocor to the baaement
crawlspace, while another set runs from the first
floor to the asecond, and haa a landing where it
reveraes direction. The third ataircase extends from
the second floor to the attic and i=s located at the
eaat end of the building.

Flooring: The original oak floora are largely intact,
but are covered with tile squares or carpeting.

Wall and ceiling finish: The two central corridors
feature oak wainacoting, which ia found in the
private executive officea aa well. The remaining
walls are plaater, although aome areaa have
tloar-to-ceiling paneling i1natalled in the 1960a.
The vaat majority of the original pressed tin
ceilinga are intact, although hidden above drop
ceilinga inatalled in the early 1970a.

Openings=s:

a. Doors and doorways: Interior doors are cak, with
frosted glass comprising the upper two-thirds.
Doors opening onto the central corridors have
transom windows with moveable lights. Closet and
atorage area door are scolid oak.

k. Windows: Wide oak window frames are plain in
appearance., The large windowa on the acuth and
weat facadea provide good natural lighting.
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b. Decorative features and trim: There are five large
built-in cabineta of ocak at variocus locations
throughout the building. The cabinet found in the
emell office at the weet end of the eecond atory
lncludee atorage apace for blueprintas, indlecating
that thia waa the engineering office.

7. Vaults: There are two large walk-in vaults, one
on each floor, located at the northeaet corner of
the building. The payroll cffice, with a anall
pay window accessible from the main corridor,
adjolna the first floor vault.

8. Mechanical eguipment:

a. Heating: The original heating system consisted
of steam radiators supplied by the central
boiler plant. The radiators are not extant,
A baseboard hot water heating aystem, served by a
gas furnace at the weast end of the building, wae
installed in the late 1960e.

b. Lighting: The overhead florescent light fixtures
are not original to the buildlng.

c. Plumbing and reat roome: The men’s rest room at
the east end of the eecond story, has the original
plumbing fixturee. A ladiee’ bathroom on the firet
floor datea from the 1960a, probably the firet
such facility for women in the building. Two
executive offlceas on the mscuthwest corner of the
building have private washroome and closets,

d. Dumb-waiter: & small, rope-operated dumb waiter,
located at the eaet end of the building, aervee
the flret two flocore and the attic.

D. Slte:

1. General setting and orientation: The structure is
located on the west eide of Walker Street, juat
north of the Detroit River. Thls structure ie
situated within a complex of much larger brick and
ateel-framed buildings, as indicated in the general
site plan. The topography ls flat.
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PART I1I. SOURCES OF INFORMATION

A. Architectural Drawings: Only two sheets have survived,
one showing the east and west elevations and the other
showing a plan of the attic and rooifi. These are
undated, but one identifies George V. Pottle as the
architect. The drawings are currently in the offices of
the MichCon Development Corporation. An overall site
plan, labelled "Layout of the Murphy Ironworks, March
19l1l8." no architect indicated, can be found 1in the same
location.

B. Historic views: none have been located.
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2. Secondary and published sources:
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Polk, Ralph L. and Company. Datroit City
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PART IV, PROJECT INFORMATION

This report was praparad in July-Novambar, 1988, in
accordance with the Memorandum of Agreement bhetwean the
City of Detroit, the Michigan State Hiatoric Preservation
Qftficar, MichCon Development Corporation, and the Advisory
Councll on Historic Preaservation aa a mitigative measure
prior to the demolition of the Murphy Iron Workas Office.

Preparad by: Dr. Charles K. Hyde

Titla: Aassociata Professor
of History

Affiliation: Wayne Stata Univarsity
Datroit, Michigan 48202

Date: 19 Novembher 1988
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN
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PLAN OF ATTIC HABS No. MI-319 (Page 21)
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